One of the most challenging aspects of managing a journal and its production involves reviewing manuscripts with problematic language issues. These language issues present in papers by experienced authors, authors from other cultures with different native languages, and authors who have never submitted a paper for publication. Irregular use of grammar, tenses, verbs, and phrases can characterize these papers. The dilemma presented to editors and reviewers is whether or not the paper's scientific merit overcomes the difficulties of the presentation. This editorial will discuss the challenges presented by papers with problematic language and the valuable role that reviewers play in this process.
How Does JAPNA Evaluate Manuscript Submissions?
The guiding principles and quality standards of the Journal of the American Psychiatric Nurses Association (JAPNA) include a focus on relevance to readers, originality and significance of the work, and rigor of the research regardless of the manuscript's country of origin or the writing experience of the author. With that in mind, it is important to determine if the quality of the language in manuscripts with irregular grammar, spelling errors, and poor sentence structure detracts significantly from the paper. Are reviewers distracted from the scientific merit or quality of the research? JAPNA reviewers are regularly encouraged to avoid getting caught up in the papers' editorial needs and instead asked to focus on the papers' contributions to nursing and whether or not the authors can overcome problematic language and get the papers published. The decision to accept or reject a paper is nearly always a judgment call, ultimately made by the editor who relies heavily on reviewer assessment. Subtle cultural differences, organizational structure in health care systems, writing skills and expertise of authors, and differing writing styles all influence how the paper looks as it is submitted for publication (Ohler, Hathaway, Wulf, Spiller, & Mather, 2013) . These factors can distract the reader and potentially obscure well-conducted quality research and valuable content that could be of significance to psychiatric nursing. Language issues are often central in negative reviews.
All papers submitted to JAPNA are initially reviewed by an editor prior to the paper being sent for blind review by JAPNA peer-reviewers. If a paper is seriously flawed in terms of content and language or the topic is not relevant to JAPNA, it is generally returned to the author with suggestions for revision and resubmission either to JAPNA or another journal more appropriate for the content. Whenever possible, specific criticisms are given to authors and recommendations that language editing, if needed, be sought before resubmission might be suggested. There are numerous resources that provide language editing services, including from our publisher, Sage (http://languageservices.sagepub.com/en/) and the online journal, Nurse, Author, & Editor (naepub.com). Reviewers should know that authors are regularly referred to these services by JAPNA editors if appropriate.
Do language issues influence a reviewer's publication recommendations?
When a paper is submitted for review, aside from being blinded, it is provided to reviewers as it was written. Language flaws can definitely influence reviewers, but in general, they are not asked to correct grammar or spelling and should simply note this as an area for improvement in their review comments. Reviewer suggestions should be professionally provided, with specific, systematic, and constructive criticism.
In other words, is it possible to look beyond the language flaws or oddities, to consider a paper for publication based on the information it conveys and relevance for nursing?
Reviewers are tasked with doing this, and many published papers in JAPNA have undergone numerous corrective revisions. Reviewer recommendations figure prominently in the editorial decision to reject, recommend revision, or accept. Ultimately the editor makes these final decisions, but reviewers' comments are key to 857707J APXXX10.1177/1078390319857707Journal of the American Psychiatric Nurses AssociationPearson editorial2019 the revision process if the authors are given the opportunity to revise and resubmit.
While JAPNA is the journal of the American Psychiatric Nurses Association with an identified American readership, it also serves as a way for international authors to publish their nursing research. The goal of JAPNA is to encourage all submissions that have the potential of contributing to psychiatric nursing knowledge. The grammar can and should be edited prior to submission, so that it does not detract from the manuscript's importance and contribution to nursing knowledge. It takes courage for all authors to submit a manuscript for publication, and the editorial team at JAPNA tries to recognize this as we review submissions and make editorial decisions. We strive to be constructive and positive to all authors and respectfully ask that reviewers approach manuscripts the same way. This does not mean that reviewers cannot recommend rejection, but simply should do so in a professional and constructive manner.
Reviewers must be aware of potential biases that influence publication decisions and be able to separate content from language issues in their comments to the authors. Reviewers can comment on content areas in need of improvement and whether the paper is appropriate for publication in JAPNA, as well as recommend that an author seek English language editing for a paper before resubmitting to JAPNA or another journal. Editors and reviewers, as educators and mentors, should provide professionally worded constructive criticism to guide authors toward success, when possible. Harding (2010) comments about the professional tone needed in scholarly reviews. Additionally, as Hyland (2016) notes, "Writing is a way of knowing, and those who write understand it is a difficult and messy business" (p. 66). Reviewing a manuscript is a complex process that is a part of this "difficult and messy business," and the editors of JAPNA are grateful for the work reviewers put in to contribute to this quality journal.
